SENTENCES  PRODUCING  CRIME 
AND  VIOLENCE. 

The  following  letter  from  the  Secretary  of  the 
Howard  Association,  5,  Bishopsgate  Without, 
London,  E.C.,  appeared  in  The  Times  of  April 
15th,  1887. 

ASSAULTS  BY  ARMED  THIEVES. 


TO  THE  EDITOR  OF  "  THE  TIMES." 

Sir, — Attention  has  recently  been  drawn,  both  in  Parliament 
and  elsewhere,  to  the  repeated  occurrence  of  violent  or  murder- 
ous assaults  upon  the  police,  by  armed  thieves  and  burglars. 
But  I  have  not  observed  any  reference  to  that  which  is  probably 
a  principal  cause  of  this  particular  crime — namely,  the  extreme 
cumulation  of  heavy  sentences  for  minor  offences,  thereby  leaving 
little  margin  of  difference  for  the  treatment  of  violent  assaults. 

While,  on  the  other  hand,  there  is  urgent  need  for  a  general 
adoption  of  a  very  moderate  but  certain  scale  of  cumulation  for 
the  class  of  inveterate  petty  misdemeanants,  there  is  a  cruel  and 
unwise  application  of  most  disproportionate  penalties  in  many 
instances  of  trifling  felony.  From  a  long  list  of  recent  examples 
I  may  mention  the  following  : — 

No.  1,  for  stealing  a  garden  fork,  was  sentenced  to  ten  years' 
imprisonment  (penal  servitude)  and  five  years'  police  supervision. 
He  had  previously,  for  stealing  a  rabbit  gin,  undergone  seven 
years'  imprisonment  and  two  years'  supervision.  The  circum- 
stances of  his  having  had  four  short  committals,  before  that,  does 
not  justify  the  preposterous  harshness  of  the  17  years'  detention, 
with  seven  years'  supervision,  for  two  such  trifling  felonies. 

No.  2,  after  one  brief  committal  to  a  gaol,  was  sentenced  for 
stealing  a  cup,  to  five  years'  penal  servitude  and  seven  years' 
supervision. 

\No.  3,  for  a  theft  of  some  watercresses  and  shell  fish,  was 
sentenced  to  eight  years'  penal  servitude  and  seven  years'  super- 
vision. Previously,  it  is  to  be  admitted,  he  had  16  minor  con- 
victions. But  all  this  aggregate  of  petty  offences  would  not 
equal  jin  criminality,  or  danger  to  the  community,  a  single  one  of 
the  numerous  cases  of  cruelty  to  women  and  children,  whose  per- 
petrators are  usually  most  inadequately  punished  with  a  few 
monthL  or  one  or  two  years,  of  imprisonment. 

No.  4,  after  two  minor  committals,  was  sentenced,  for  steal- 


ing  some  herrings  and  other  provisions,  to  five  years'  penal  servi- 
tude and  seven  years'  supervision. 

No  5,  for  the  theft  of  a  piece  of  canvas,  was  sentenced  to  12 
years'  penal  servitude,  to  be  followed  by  seven  years'  supervision. 
He  had  already  undergone  six  minor  detentions  in  gaol  and  three 
sentences  of  penal  servitude,  amounting  to  22  years,  and  includ- 
ing one  sentence  of  ten  years  for  stealing  a  shovel.  So  that  this 
comparatively  harmless  poor  wretch  has  been  consigned  to  the 
enormous  aggregate  of  34  years  of  imprisonment  and  seven  years' 
supervision,  while  few  of  the  most  atrocious  ruffians,  violaters, 
and  burglars  of  England,  have  had  half  such  an  amount  of  punish- 
ment meted  out  to  them. 

Columns  of  similar  instances  of  legalised  unwisdom  and 
cruelty  could  be  adduced.  The  practical  effect  of  such  a  system 
naturally  tends  to  produce  what  we  now  see  to  be  an  increasing 
evil,  in  the  use  of  pistols  and  other  dangerous  weapons  by  thieves 
for  their  defence  against  the  police.  On  the  one  hand,  this 
practice  affords  them  many  chances  of  escape  and  impunity  ; 
while,  on  the  other,  if  conviction  ensues,  no  punishment 
which  they  are  likely  to  receive,  will  much,  if  at  all,  exceed  the 
severity  of  some  of  the  sentences  which  may  be  awarded  for 
mere  thefts,  however  trifling  the  value  of  property  stolen.  If  the 
perpetrators  of  petty  offences  find  by  experience,  as  they  are  now 
doing,  that  for  two  or  three  pilferings  of  watercresses,  herrings, 
or  boots,  they  receive  10,  20,  or  more  years  of  penal  servitude 
and  police  supervision,  they  are  sharp  enough  to  perceive  that 
the  addition,  to  their  misdeeds,  of  the  more  serious  crime  of  armed 
resistance,  holds  out  many  prospects  of  escape  and  enviable 
notoriety  among  a  certain  class;  while  the  risks  of  greater 
punishment,  if  unsuccessful,  are  comparatively  small. 

Crimes  against  the  person  are,  in  general,  so  inadequately 
visited  by  the  law,  and  minor  offences  against  property  are  so 
very  disproportionately  punished,  that  a  double  premium  upon 
violence  is  held  out.  It  is  utterly  unjust  and  inexpedient  that 
even  an  aggregate  of  from  five  to  ten  thefts  of  watercresses,  or 
herrings,  should  be  ranked  on  an  equality  of  ill-desert  with  a 
single^atrocious  act  of  brutality,  such  as  wounding  a  policeman, 
kicking  a  wife,  maiming  a  child,  or  even  treating  a  dumb 
animal  with  wilful  cruelty.  It  is  fair  to  our  Judges  to  state  that 
they  are  increasingly  careful  in  this  respect.  The  worst  sen- 
tences are  usually  pronounced  from  the  subordinate  tribunals  of 
the  Sessions. 

As  soon  as  there  is  any  opening  in  the  English  Parliament 
for  general  English  legislation,  it  will  be  needful  to  revise  the 
existing  system,  or  rather  want  of  due  system,  in  regard  to/  Sen- 
tences. / 
Yours  respectfully,  / 

WILLIAM  TALLAJDK. 
Howard  Association,  London.  / 


